Optimizing enteral nutrition.
Adequate nutritional support is an important aspect of the care of all patients. Enteral nutritional support accesses the gastrointestinal tract and includes both oral supplementation and tube-feeding techniques. Enteral nutritional support should be considered when a patient has functioning intestines but cannot or will not eat. Most patients require a caloric intake of 25 to 35 kcal per kg per day. The choice of route of administration for tube feedings should be based primarily on the anticipated length of therapy and patient comfort. Three schedules for the initiation and delivery of tube feedings are presented in this article. Both nasogastric and percutaneous endoscopic gastrostomy tubes are associated with potential complications, including aspiration and gastrointestinal intolerance. Important parameters include the patient's weight and volume status, and periodic laboratory determinations of the patient's serum electrolytes and protein status.